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One

	
I’d just slipped out of the nightclub for some fresh air when this creepy wee arsehole jumped me. I’d never seen his ugly pus before so he must have been chancing his luck, mistaking me for an easy target. Well, if he thought he was going to succeed, he was wrong. He was lucky if anybody carried cold-hard cash these days, and anyway my reflex actions could be terrifyingly quick, as I once found to my own cost.

	Tough little wanker, too. We struggled in full view of everyone milling about in various states of inebriation, some watching with mild interest. Well, it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary; two blokes fighting outside a club in the city centre on a Thursday night. I was surprised though that any of them could be arsed to look up from their phones. A small group of lassies were out for a smoke near the doors. One of them, wearing more make-up than clothes, idly raised the small device in her hand and took a picture. No doubt it’d be up on various social media sites - liked, commented on, and forgotten - before I even managed to get the better of this wee chancer.

	Two bouncers who looked like they belonged in a ‘90s Guy Ritchie movie stood at the club’s doors. They were as much use as a chocolate kettle - too busy eyeing up the lassies who looked far too young for them. I was reminded of Esme, my sister who hadn’t long celebrated her seventeenth birthday. Her and her mates thought they were mature enough to socialise with guys old enough to be their creepy uncle. I’d lost count of the times she’d phoned me up in a panic, begging me to come and help them out of some dodgy situations.

	This bawbag was proving more difficult to shake off. He’d tried to clamp a cold, thin hand around my neck while batting away my attempts to punch him where it’d do the most damage. Whoever said you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover wasn’t kidding. The wee scrote had the strength of Muhammad Ali at his peak!

	“Oi!” I roared, twisting my neck to look at the brutes at the door. “Maybes give us a hand over here instead of perving over there, aye?”

	“Nothing to do with us, mate,” said the bald one in an unmistakable East London accent. That figured.

	“Fine,” I growled, then muttered under my breath, “Pair of wanks.”

	It seemed like hours before I finally got my arms around the guy, trapping his own arms to his sides. That was better.

	“Fuck off, you paedo,” he said with a nasal whine, struggling to free himself. I had the upper hand now.

	I bundled him around the corner of the building and along a narrow alley. With the back of the club on one side and a tall stone wall on the other, the only light source was the moon. I could barely make out the two overflowing bins that belonged to the club, though I could smell them. What with the smell of piss, it just added to the charm of the evening. I glanced in both directions, satisfied we hadn’t been followed.

	“Let me go, you dick!” the kid screeched, though his cries were overshadowed by the music from the club. He made another attempt to release himself. Thing was, now that I was in ‘the zone’, a ten-ton truck couldn’t stop what was about to happen.

	I spun quickly and pinned him against the wall. The stonework was covered in graffiti, but I couldn’t make out the details.

	“Get aff me!” he said again, but now there was a hint of uncertainty in his voice.

	“Oh? Dinnae want to be touched now, eh? You were all for pawing me a minute ago, you prick,” I hissed, and felt the little shit flinch.

	“I was just trying to get some money aff ye, for fuck’s sake,” he protested; a little too defensively, I must say.

	“For what? Drugs?”

	 He pulled a face which, in the moonlight, made his goblin-like features even more hideous. “I dinnae take drugs, man. I’m no’ that stupid.”

	“What do you want it for, then?” I knew I was delaying the inevitable. I could feel my body tingle in anticipation, but his adrenalin hadn’t hit its peak, yet.

	“None of your business.” He tried to spit in my face. Actually tried to spit in my face! Luckily, he took too long work up enough spit, so I managed to dodge his aim. I grimaced at the thought of what had just landed on the ground behind me. Dirty bitch.

	“None of my -? It’s all my business since I’m the poor bastard you decided to pick on, tonight.”

	“Aye, well. I’ve ballsed that up, haven’t I? So just let us go, eh?” He attempted a smile, but it melted away when he realised I wasn’t about to give him up just yet.

	I looked back at him, never breaking eye contact. He was a weedy, pathetic specimen who looked like a baby’s fart might knock him over. The adrenalin was intoxicating by now. I really should have let him go. Kicked his arse and sent him on his way.

	But I had needs.

	“You’re definitely no’ a junkie?” I needed to make sure. After an encounter with a woman buzzing on cocaine a few years back, I spent the next month feeling pretty awful, let me tell you. Since then, I don’t do drugs – or those who do.

	He shook his head then gave me a look of hope. “I willnae bother you again,” he added. I gave him a disarming smile, hoping he’d think he was about to be free. And I was going to let him go. Eventually.

	 It was time. Get it wrong and they start screaming which just brings people running to see what’s going on. Like that winter in Frankfurt.

	Very slowly and gently, I loosened my grip on the wee wanker and felt his body relax. I allowed him a few moments of hope as he turned his head towards his escape route, ready to leg it.

	And then I made my move.

	I jerked my head down and plunged my tingling teeth into his exposed neck, plukes scraping against my lips as I clamped my hand hard over his mouth. He squirmed. Of course he did. But I’m at my strongest pre-feed so he had no chance. I could feel his own teeth try to bite my palm, but it didn’t bother me. My hand could be bitten clean off; it would just grow back again.

	And wasn’t that a nice surprise the first time it happened.

	I had no plans to outright kill him or turn him like I was. Christ, there’s nothing worse than having to mentor a shifty little arsehole for eternity.

	Oh, aye, I’m a vampire. Probably obvious at this point, right?

	The name’s Rushton, Jack Rushton. ‘Jockula’ is the terminally unfunny nickname Betty gave me. She rules over British vampires. Keeps tabs on all of us. A bit of a bitch, too.

	But don’t tell her I said that.

	 

	 


Two

	 

	My skin felt goose-bumped to buggery as the blood coursed through me. Him? Oh, I’d left him slumped by the bins. He’d be fine. He’d feel like he hadn’t slept in days, have a craving for sugar for the next twenty-four hours or so and, most importantly, not remember our wee encounter. But there wasn’t any danger of him turning into a bloodsucker himself. There’s enough of us immortal bellends as it is.

	I didn’t return to the club or the middle-aged pink-haired barmaid I’d been chatting up; forty-odd, crows’ feet and laughter lines worn with pride. I’d told myself it was just the hunger pangs, and the home-made Cabin Pressure t-shirt she wore. Aye, proud Scottish working-class vampire though I am, I’ve a soft spot for that most middle-class of institutions – Radio 4. Comedy mostly. She’d indulged the patter of what she thought was a cute guy in his mid-twenties, not a vampire about to hit forty who’d clocked her pulse the way some sleazy bastards clocked her cleavage.

	Post-feed, vampires tend to have an urge to do one of two things: sex – with someone else or by our own hand, doesn’t matter – or laze about in a stoned stupor for hours. Me? I get the horn for fast food. Oh, the mere thought of a cheeseburger with a dollop of tomato sauce was enough. Having just had my main, I headed for my favourite eatery in the Grassmarket for dessert.

	The Meeting Place was a popular haunt nestled amongst the old pubs and bars in an area that used to draw crowds for a good hanging. I normally shun crowds unless I’m on the hunt, but I was ravenous by the time I stepped through the door. I pulled up the collar of my coat and went straight to the counter where Adil was busy watching some shite Channel 4 comedy panel show on the small screen in the far corner. I knew him just well enough to know he didn’t think much of me. Thankfully he only helped out at the café now and again.

	“Cheeseburger to go, pal,” I told him, taking my wallet out of my inside coat pocket. My skin was still tingling from earlier. I was surprised to a find a five-pound note gathering dust inside the wallet, so I took it out.

	“Five minutes,” Adil muttered, casting a disapproving look at me and snatching the note from my hand. He deftly put the order through the cash register, shoved the money in the tray and handed me back a solitary five pence piece, all in one swift movement. I watched him, expectantly.

	“What?” he said, having returned to watching the telly before noticing I’d not moved. “I gave you your change. Five minutes til burger ready.”

	“Four ninety-five for a slab of meat in a bun?” I shot back. “Daylight bloody robbery,” I said, shaking my head before dropping the coin into the charity box on the counter.

	“It’s night-time, not daylight,” he shot back with a smirk.

	“Oh, ha-bloody-ha,” I replied. “I didnae ken Barry Cryer was serving me.” I didn’t wait for a comeback. I turned and scanned the place for an empty seat.

	The place was cramped but buzzing with chatter. Half a dozen wooden tables. All but one occupied. There was a time you could rely on peace and quiet in a wee inconspicuous café like this. Now everybody seemed to have ditched the pubs and gone straight for a late-night caffeine hit. Not ideal for your local friendly vampire trying to get a bite in silence.

	I took a seat next to the toilet. The one spot in the café everybody avoided if they could help it. I was usually sensitive to odours at the best of times – a wee quirk of vampirism. But the second I drew in a hearty breath as my bum hit the seat, the door swung open and a bald man in a white knitted jumper and a pair of navy-blue knee-length shorts walked out, trailing something horrific in his wake. I pinched my nostrils and clamped my mouth shut, before reaching up and yanking the door closed. He left the café, none the wiser at the atrocity he’d just unleashed.

	 I caught the couple sitting at the next table giving me dark looks. They looked as miserable as the grey and beige they’d wrapped themselves in. Abandoned cups sitting before them. Neither arsed to speak. One of those couples. I ignored them at first and looked up at the television instead. Onscreen was an advert for Cillit Bang. I could feel them still gawping. 

	“Fucking pack it in,” I snapped, giving them a hard stare. The woman blinked and pursed her lips, reaching for her cup then noticing it was empty. The man cast a look at the woman before staring down at the table. I took out my phone and pretended I had a life. I heard chairs scraping noisily along the floor. The woman huffed loudly before she stormed out of the café. The man trailed after her, looking sheepish. I guess they hadn’t been sizing me up for a threesome, after all. My burger was taking ages. Adil wasn’t behind the counter anymore. I needed something to tide me over and get rid of the taste of iron in my mouth. You’ll think I’m bullshitting you, but I can’t stand the taste of blood. Iron-ic, right?

	I chanced a look at the cups on the other table. The guy’s cup still had a few mouthfuls left. I moved tables, glad to be a little further from the abomination behind the toilet door.

	“Adil says you were giving him lip.”

	I already had a lazy smile plastered across my face when I looked up and took in the breathtaking sight of Helena, the fifty-year-old owner of The Meeting Place. Tonight, her chestnut curls were tied back in a low ponytail, and the sky-blue pinny was suddenly as sexy as a negligee. Like always, the only make-up she wore at work was a brush of mascara. I still fancied the arse off the woman, and she bloody well knew it.

	“Either your prices have gone up or he’s skimming the takings,” I replied, then raised the cup. “Want to share?”

	“Share a drink you didn’t even pay for?” she asked, though she sat opposite me. She looked tired. Her eyes bloodshot.

	“But it has been paid for. That’s what counts. Besides, you’d only pour it down the sink. If anything, I’m helping maintain the life of your drains.”

	“Oh really?” She laughed. “You always have an answer for everything. You must have been a handful as a child.”

	I bit my tongue. The quip was itching to get out. Instead, I shrugged and took a tentative sip. The coffee was lukewarm and sweet, but it dulled the taste of iron.

	“You’re right. I have put my prices up,” she admitted. “Well, I had to. All my overheads have increased. Not that these lot seem to mind paying more, though. They don’t seem to blink at the cost of a coffee. For now.”

	“Go the whole hog and charge them a tenner a cup. You’d make a killing.”

	“Maybe I will. I mean, it may price you out of coming here, but I’m sure I could cope with that.”

	Cheeky cow. I raised an eyebrow. “You’d be bereft and greeting your eyes out without the likes of me brightening up this place.”

	“What, boys with older women fixations? I must be old enough to be your mum.”

	“You would’ve been,” I shrugged.

	“Would’ve?”

	“There was a fire. I dinnae like to talk about it. If that’s okay.”

	Her face softened. “Of course. Sorry, I didn’t know.”

	“Long time ago now,” I added lightly. “Anyway…” I drained the rest of the tepid coffee and handed her the cup with a wry smile.

	She took it and, with her other hand, squeezed my shoulder before standing. “Take care, Jack.” Then she disappeared back into the kitchen.

	I watched her go. There was a fire. Just not in the way she thought.

	I burped quietly, then grimaced at the aftertaste of coffee and blood in my throat. I was hankering after that burger. I wished Adil would hurry up with it.

	And as if reading my mind – Christ, I hope he couldn’t – he appeared in my line of vision, waving a small polystyrene box from behind the counter.

	“Cheeseburger,” he shouted.

	“Aye, that’ll be me,” I shouted back and headed towards him.

	I tore into the burger as soon as I left the The Meeting Place. By the time I’d walked through the underpass on King’s Stable Road, it was long gone. I spotted an overflowing bin up ahead and shoved the empty box into the pile as I passed. I dug my hands into my pockets and pressed on.

	I was still buzzing from the brief back-and-forth with Helena. Not for the first time, I wondered if I’d stayed human - if I’d aged the way I was meant to - would we have still met? Would she have given me a chance? But that line of thinking led to imagining the kind of life I should have had, and some nights that was too painful to bear. 

	A vibration against my right leg snapped me out of mopey-bastard mode. I took out my phone and peered at the lit screen. I’d managed fine without a mobile phone until Esme insisted I get one so she could, in her words, “keep tabs” on me.

	Speak of the devil.

	“Aye?” I said, passing the multi-storey car park on my left. I could make out a few shapes in the darkness. I used to hate walking along here at night.

	“Jackie boy!” Esme squealed. I swore and held the phone away from my ear for a moment.

	“Alright, Smee? What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing. I’m out with my mates, having a good time. Just wanted to call my favourite brother, that’s all!”

	“Aye, ‘cos you’ve got loads of them, haven’t you, you fanny.” I was her only sibling. “You’re no’ drunk, are you?”

	“Don’t be daft! We’re just having a good time, aren’t we?” I heard a chorus of “Yes!” in the background.

	“Where are you?”

	“Why, you wanna join us - Oh, piss off, you prick.”

	“Oi!” I snapped.

	“Not you. Just some twat… doesn’t matter. Hang on, I’m heading outside. Can’t hear myself think.”

	I waited for her to come back on the line. By then I’d reached Lothian Road – all clubs, bars, sirens and shrieking. The place was heaving with pissed people. A guy stood facing the wall of a closed shop, swaying slightly, one hand braced against the darkened window as he relieved himself. A typical Thursday night. The closer to the weekend it got, the more feral the city’s residents became.

	“Right, that’s better.” Esme’s voice came back on the line. Wherever she was now, it was a lot quieter.

	“You should be at home. It’s almost -,” I took a look at the time on the screen, “after ten o’clock.”

	“Oh, shut up, grandad.” She laughed at this, like it was the most hilarious thing imaginable.

	I couldn’t be bothered putting up with her pish. “Tell me where you are. I’ll come and get you,” I said gruffly.

	“I’m fine! I’m with my pals. A girl’s night out, remember?”

	“Teenagers dinnae have nights out. They stay cooped up in their rooms, listening to music and hating everything.”

	“How would you know, old man?”

	Cheeky cow.

	“Anyway, don’t your super vampire powers stretch to telepathy? You tell me where I am.”

	“Want to say that a bit louder, eh? I dinnae think…” I froze. A loud hen party staggered past, plastic tiara askew on the bride-to-be. One of them had pinched my arse as she tottered by, throwing me a wink, before continuing on.

	“That’ll be a no, then,” Esme said.

	“Shut up,” I muttered. That pinch had hurt. There’d be a bruise.

	“Why, what are you going to do? Turn me? Why would I want to put up with you for all eternity?”

	I hadn’t heard him approach. One minute I was chatting to Esme, the next the phone was no longer in my hand. I spun round, automatically balling my fist. Two attempted thefts in one night was just embarrassing. My arm was already raised but I stopped short of landing the punch.  The tall man in front of me held the phone as if he wasn’t quite sure what it was. I heard Esme’s tinny voice call out my name.

	“End it,” the man ordered, and held the phone up towards me.

	I huffed. “Esme, sod off home. I’m ‘no asking. I need to go, so just –.” He’d found the red telephone icon and disconnected us. The phone was shoved into my hands.

	“What does she want now?” I put the phone away, a sinking feeling in my stomach that wasn’t down to the burger. Or my earlier meal.

	“Mistress will speak to you. Now.”

	“Look, I cannae be arsed right now. I just want to go home and get some sleep. You remember what sleep is, don’t you? I’ll go and see her tomorrow.”

	The man – whose name I never found out, though I knew exactly what he was - didn’t take too kindly to my suggestion and loomed menacingly over me. “Are you trying to be funny?”

	“I didnae need to try. I didn’t meant tomorrow during the day, obviously,” I explained, rolling my eyes. Where the older vampires couldn’t cope with daylight, us modern mothersuckers could spend a full day at the beach and not turn to ash. All we’d suffer was akin to a horrible cold for a while. If you ever see someone sneeze at least seven times in succession, chances are they’re a young vampire. Or it’s just pollen. Sometimes it’s a lottery. “I meant in the evening. Or tonight, since it’s technically Friday.”

	He looked at me like he’d just put something minging in his mouth. I was confusing him now. From past experience, I knew confusion bred anger in her minions.

	“Okay, okay. I’ll go see her,” I conceded. “But can you just hang off ten minutes? I need to find someone first.”

	“No,” the man said sharply. “We go now.” His fingers wrapped around my wrist. Even undead, the cold burned.

	“Oh no, wait. Not that way! Let’s take a taxi,” I pleaded, as I watched him begin to shapeshift, shrinking rapidly – dragging me with him. “Not the bat thing!” I managed to say while I still had vocal cords.

	Moments later, no one noticed two flying rodents heading south.

	 


Three

	 

	There are more dignified ways to travel than forcibly turned into a bat and dragged up into the night air. Granted, the view was grand – especially when the city build-up below us gave way to an expanse of fields and smaller settlements - but feeling like your whole body had been shrunk and shoved in the arse-end of a flappy rodent wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world. And it wasn’t one of the cute wee bats either – the ones ironically known as vampire bats. No. Thanks to some fucked-up quirk of fate, we turned into something that looked it was wearing a botched face-lift. Bloody hurt for hours afterwards, too.

	It felt like we’d been flying for days. By the time we descended, my poor wings ached so much that I almost welcomed a different sort of pain – the one that came with reverting back to my usual form. Memories are fleeting as a bat. By the time I was back in human form - alright, vampire form, you pedants - I couldn’t remember a single landmark we’d flown over. I didn’t have a scooby where we were.

	I took in the big, posh-looking estate at the end of the gravel drive. So this was where she was squatting these days, was it? As the minion, now wearing his own ugly pus again, headed for the front doors, I noticed the building didn’t look well cared for. The verge was overgrown, chunks of the exterior wall had long since crumbled away, and one of the third-floor windows was boarded up entirely.

	“I hope this doesnae take long,” I told him. “Miss Marple’s on Radio 4 extra in an hour.”

	He snorted. Probably thought I was taking the piss.

	Before either of us reached the doors, they opened themselves and standing there to greet us was… absolutely no one. One of her party tricks. Which meant she knew we were here. I straightened slightly. Time to be on my guard.

	A lot of vampires can move objects with their minds. It’s nothing special. And no, I can’t do it myself, before you ask. Which, in a way, makes me special. But you’re already thinking that anyway.

	The other vampire pushed me inside.

	“Alright, big man,” I muttered, nearly tripping over my own feet.

	In the gloom I made out a wide hallway, doors branching off either side, a staircase rising at the far end. No candles. No lamps. Which wasn’t like her. In another life she could have been an interior decorator. If interior decorators had a hankering for blood and power. So… an interior decorator.

	“You sure you got the right place?” I asked, but it just resulted in being shoved forward again.

	“Stairs,” he said.

	“That’s no’ how you play I Spy,” I replied.

	I smirked when I heard the tall fella growl behind me.

	“Go up the stairs,” he prompted, tightly.

	“Fine. I was just having a wee joke with you. Keep your knickers on.” I made my way along to the end of the hallway.

	“I’m not wearing knickers,” I heard him mutter.

	That remark kept me going until I reached the right room. I wiped the grin from my face before pushing open the door.

	“Jockula!”

	Before I knew it I was being embraced by a six-foot drag queen in a blue sequin evening dress.

	“Alright, darlin’?” I replied, wincing as my bones cracked.

	“That’s enough now, Poppy,” a familiar voice said gently from further in the room.

	Poppy stepped back, shovel-like hands still gripping my shoulders. Her make-up looked freshly reapplied. She was a good-looking fella, though the wig looked like someone had dropped the Monty Python foot onto Marge Simpson’s head, somewhat ruining the effect. She was barefoot, too. The grime on her skin looked old.

	I took Poppy’s hand and placed a gentle kiss on it, which delighted her. Like a small child, she squealed with delight before returning to her spot by the fireplace where a Barbie doll lay. She picked up a comb from the floor and began brushing the artificial hair.

	I couldn’t stall things any longer. My eyes fell on the room’s other occupant – unconventionally beautiful, pale, dark hair spilling past her shoulders. Betty wasn’t some skeletal waif you’d find in the movies. She was the real deal. All generous curves. The kind of figure painters used to worship before fashion decided bones were sexy. Tonight, she was wrapped in a red silk robe, parted just enough to be deliberate. As always, she knew exactly what she was doing.

	She had this thing about her that once you were away from her, the details got a little… foggy. Any physical features you tried to remember – eye colour, the sound of her voice – all slipped away like forgotten memories. It’s how she’d managed to survive for over six hundred years.

	“Jack,” she purred. “It’s been too long.”

	“Alright, hen?” I said, casually. She smiled, showing a glimpse of the pearly white fangs that had plunged into a hundred thousand necks. The way I spoke amused her. Scots words and lairy patter. “Where are we this time?” I asked.

	“The Borders. This place belongs to a friend of mine,” she explained, beckoning me to take the empty chair opposite her.

	“Bit old and dusty, isn’t it?” I said, then immediately erupted into a coughing fit as a plume of dust rose up in protest when I sat down.

	“As is my friend.” Dimples appeared when she smiled. Then vanished. “Poppy, not now.”

	The drag queen had drifted up behind me, comb in hand. She began running it gently through my neck-length sandy hair. Quite relaxing, if not quite ASMR levels.

	Poppy stopped, left the comb in my hair, then came back to Betty’s side and sank to the floor, picking up the Barbie again. I pulled the comb free and set it down on the armrest.

	It must have been two years since Betty had turned up at the club that drag queen Havana Shag was performing in and decided she liked the look of her. Two years of being under a powerful glamour. Betty may have treated her prisoner like a favourite child and all the spoiling that came with it, but Havana was still that: a prisoner. Some pets get collars. Betty’s get infantilised.

	“So, what do you want?” I asked, deciding to get it over with quickly.

	Betty’s eyes bore into me for an awkward amount of time. Awkward for anyone who feared her enough. I was more worried about Esme getting home.

	“Your sister will be fine,” she said at last.

	I was on my feet before the dust had settled. “I telt you what I’d do if you went nosing in my head again!”

	She watched me, a slow smile playing on her lips. “The Celtic rage is so fascinating. Sit down, Jack. I promise I won’t do it again. Scout’s honour. Or whatever it’s called. Not your mind, anyway.”

	She waited until I’d taken a seat again before folding her hands, in an almost prim-like manner and continuing. “But you know the rules. Some of you do insist on confiding in a human. A lover. Best friend. A sister.” Her eyes flickered back to me. “I may tolerate it, but I certainly don’t encourage it. And I absolutely do not allow it to spread.”

	The trade-off for being able to share your dark secret with a human was that they would occasionally have their memories searched for any evidence they’d told anyone else. If they had, they – along with the other person, would be dealt with. The confidante was never aware their mind was skimmed through. Esme wasn’t aware. I’d just made it very, very clear to her that she would be killed if she blabbed.

	“It’s not that invasive,” she went on. “Just enough to be certain they stay discreet. Like a light stroke with a feather. They never notice.”

	I fumed in silence.

	“You were practically screaming your thoughts, anyway,” she added. “Most of you are.”

	“What do you want?”

	Poppy started to sing Wannabe by The Spice Girls, but Betty silenced her with a nudge of the foot.

	“You’re going to do something for me.”

	Not a request. A statement of fact.

	“I thought I already did.”

	“You know I normally enjoy your witty Caledonian banter,” she simpered. “But I’m being serious.”

	“So am I,” I replied. I couldn’t help myself. “What is it?” I asked, sensing she wasn’t in the mood.

	She stroked Poppy’s lop-sided wig as though she was a dog, then gently covered her pet’s ears. “You’re getting a friend for Poppy,” she whispered.

	Well, that wasn’t in my top five guesses.

	“Oh, am I now?” I said, bemused. “Aye, I’ll just nip to the local pet shop, shall I? Cat or dog? Guinea pig or rabbit? Maybe a goldfish?”

	“I don’t like your tone.” She removed her hands from Poppy and placed them neatly on her lap again.

	“Why me? You’ve got half the country’s vampires at your beck and call, including my escort to this grand, elegant abode. Why not get one of them?”

	“Normally anyone who speaks to me the way you do ends up staked.”

	Like the daylight issue, the whole staking business was a generational thing. But this wasn’t the time to mention it. Or test the theory.

	“I like you, Jockula,” she went on. “For now. But there is a line. Don’t cross it.”

	“Maybe I’ve got a line, too,” I shot back.

	She studied me with shark-like eyes. “I have some good news for you.” She crossed and uncrossed her legs like she was auditioning for Basic Instinct.

	“Oh aye?” I said, pointedly keeping eye contact. She’d have to do more than flash her fanny to charm me.

	“Aye,” she said, aping my accent. “Your child is no longer with us.”

	I frowned. Then I remembered.

	Melbourne was the first human I fed on – and the only one I’d turned. I couldn’t help it. Becoming a vampire wasn’t exactly something I’d trained for. I couldn’t cope with what I’d become. With

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
